The major surface protein of Leishmania promastigotes is a protease.
The major surface protein of Leishmania promastigotes is evolutionarily conserved and is found in isolates of L. donovani, L. major, L. tropica, L. mexicana, and L. braziliensis. The data provided in this communication demonstrate that in L. major this integral membrane protein is a protease, which we now designate promastigote surface protease. The enzyme has an alkaline pH optimum and is active both in its detergent-solubilized form and at the surface of living or fixed promastigotes. A water-soluble form of promastigote surface protease is obtained following digestion with the phospholipase C responsible for the release of the variant surface glycoprotein of Trypanosoma brucei. Possible biological functions of promastigote surface protease during the life cycle of Leishmania parasites are discussed.